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. “Where God can

- dwell upori them.” =~
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furniture, others on foot flecing into the woods.” Tn the months that followed:

such scenes became commonplace in New England. After the battle of
Bunker Hill, during which much of Charlestown was destroyed by fire, ?Emm
Warren reported from Watertown that “it js Impossible to describe the
Confusion in this place, Women and Children flying into the Country, armed
Men Going to the field, and wounded Men q.nEEm:m from there fill the
Streets.”

Even though no other. major clashes occurred in the area, life did not
soon return to normal, especially for those who resided near the coast, “\We
live in continual Expectation of Hostilities,” Abigail Adams told her husband
m:.o::\ after the destruction of Charlestown. A month eatlier four British
ships had dropped anchor neatby in search of forage, creating another panic.
“People women children from the Iron Works flocking down this Way—
every woman and child above or from below my Fathers,” she wrote then,
conveying a sense of distraction even in her prose. “My Fathers family flying
.::w Drs. in great distress, . . . my Aunt had her Bed thrown into a cart,
into which she got herself, and orderd the boy to drive her of[f].” .
o The same images of disorder reverberated ::c:m: later descriptions of
.fE__E. scenes. “I arrived here late last night and found people in the utmost
confusion, Familys, Women, Children, & Luggage all along the road as I
came, mogving different ways,” reported a Georgian in 1776 after an Indian
E._n_.. Rumors that the British were sailing up the Chesapeake that same year
m_._o:nﬁ_ an identical reaction in Annipolis, “what with the darkness of the
_:m_:,. thunder, lightning, and rain, cries of women and children people
hurrying their effects into the country, drums beating to arms ete” Many
of the refugees must have felt like Helena Kortwright wamrnm. who, when
she and her family fled from the British attack on Esopus, New Moﬁw” asked,
we fly from danger? All places appear equally precarious.”
or :._8 Ann Eliza Bleecker of .H_omErM_:..owm.v New _M_wo%_ mromw_w:.n:%o”w_.m
relatives “scattered like a flock of Frighted birds” before the “hurricane” of
Burgoyne's invasion in the fall of 1777. Ms. Bleccker, who never recovered
_...9. emotional equilibrium after the death of her baby daughter on that wild
flight, wrote of how she and her children had wandered “solitary through the
mm:w woods, expecting every moment to meet the bloody ally of Britain {the
Indians),” before reaching the safety of Albany. Over two years later Mrs.
Bleecker told a friend, “Alas! the wilderness is within: I musc so long on
the dead until I am unfit for the company of the living.” The eighty-six-vear-
old widow of a revolutionary soldier obviously spoke for many when she
ovmngmm in 1840, “There was so much Suffering, and so many alarms in our
neighborhpod in those hard times, that it has-always been painful for me to

. Faced with the rincertain dangers of flight, some, like-the Mason Eamily
©of Salem before them, decided to remain where they were. In 1777 a Penn-
svivanian told john Adams resolutely that “if the two opposite Armys were
to come here alternately ten times, she would stand b her Towﬂﬁm untill

St pmrin e e
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she should be kil'd. If she must be a Beggar, it should be where she was
known.” Hannah Iredell's sister Jean Blair made the same choice in 1781
when the redcoats neared her North Carolina home. “The English are cer-
tainly at Halifax but I suppose they will be every where & T will fix myself
here it is as safe as any where else & I can be no longer tossed about,” she

~declared. The Philadelphian Elizabeth Farmar also decided to stay in her

house, despite the fact that it lay between the lines during the occupation
of the city in 1777-1778. As a result, she, her husband, and their daughter
were endangered by frequent gunfire, had difficulty obtaining adequate food
supplies, and suffered “manny cold days” that winter because the British con-
fiscated their firewood. “Notwithstanding we thought ourselves well of[f} in
comparison to some,” she remarked- in 1783, “Most of the houses near us
have been either burnt or pulled down as would have been the case with us
if we had not stayd in it even at the hasard of our lives.” . . .

A % ¥*

Even after the redcoats’ long-awaited departure, Boston, said one resi-
dent, was not “that agreable place it once was—Almost every thing here,
appears Gloomy & Mallancholy.” One of the chief reasons for the Bostonians’
gloom was the presence of epidemic disease in their midst. The unhealthy
conditions in thé besieged city had helped to incubate both smallpox and
dysentery, and an epidemic of the latter had already swept the Massachusetts

‘countryside the preceding fall, killing Abigail Adams’s mother and niece,

among many others. “The desolation of War is not so distressing as the
Havock made by the pestilence,” Abigail remarked then. She could do noth-
ing to'prevent the deaths from dysentery, but smallpox was another matter.
After it became clear that the disease would probably spread across New
England, carried by soldiers returning from the army that had invaded Canada
as well as by Bostonians, she began making arrangements to have herself and
her children inoculated. :

Abigail Adams and other eighteenth-century Americans could not reach
such a decision lightly, for inoculation réquired being deliberately infected
with the disease. Waiting to take smallpox “in the natural way” was to court
death, yet no parents wanted to place their children knowingly into mortal
danger or to risk their serious disfigurement. Accordingly, adults usually post-
poned inoculation for themselves and their offspring as long as possible. The
war forced them to face the issue directly, since smallpox followed the armies
So inevitably that some Americans charged the British with the “hellish
Pollicy” of intentionally spreading the disease. Therefore, whenever a large
number of soldiers from either side arrived in a given area, parents had to
make life-or-death decisions. Indeed, like Abigail Adams, many wives were
forced to reach those decisions on their own in the absence of their hus-
bands. . . .
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the innocent and inoffensive were in continual danger, and the lawless power
ranged at large.” In the aftermath of the attack, Mrs. Wilkinson revealed,
“[W]e could neither eat, drink, nor sleep in peace; for as we lay in our clothes
every night, we could not enjoy the little sleep we got. . . . Our nights were
wearisome and painful; our days spent in anxiety and melancholy.”

But what to Eliza Wilkinson and her fellow whites was a time of trouble

and distress was for their slaves a period of unprecedented opportunity. The
continuing presence of the British army in the South held out to black men
and women alike the prospect of winning their freedom from bondage, for
in an attempt to disrupt the Americans’ labor supply and acquire additional
manpower, British commanders offered liberty to slaves who would flock to
the royal standard. No sex or age restrictions limited the offer to adult men

alone, and so women fled to the redcoat encampments, often taking their -

children with them. , :

The detailed plantation records kept by Thomas Jefferson and John Ball
make it possible to identify the family relationships of runaways mSE. m.ﬁ._._.
lands. Among the twenty-three slaves who abandoned Jefferson’s Virginia
holdings were ten adult women and three gitls. Of the five female adults
who can be traced with certainty, two left with their husbands, one of them
accompanied by children as well; another fled with three of her four offspring;
and the remaining two, one of whom was married, ventured forth by them-
selves. The fifty-three blacks who fled John Ball's plantations in 1780 in-
cluded eighteen women, among them eight mothers with children, some of
the latter still infants. Charlotte, 2 childless woman whose family connections
are unknown, probably led a mass escape from Ball's Kensington quarter.
She originally left the plantation on May 10, in company with Bessy and r.ﬂ
three children, but she was soon recaptured. A week later she ran away again,
this time along with (and perhaps as a guide for) what Ball termed “Pino’s
gang.” This ffteen-member group, which escaped via Ball's mm:uoww was
composed of Pino, his wife, their youngest daughter, and one of ‘their two

granddaughters; their daughter, Jewel, her husband, Dicky, and son, Little

Pino; Dicky’s sister, her husband, and their daughter; and Eleanor .H.mé_.n:nnv
her husband, Brutus, and their two daughters. Although it is not clear
whether Eleanor was related to the Pino clan, her sister Flora had also ab-
sconded to the British, along with an infant son, two weeks previously.

The impressions one receives from such fragmentary evidence—both of
large numbers of female runaways and of families leaving together—are con-

firmed by an examination of records kept at the evacuation of New York City. -

Each time the British left an American port in the later years of m..m war,
they carried large numbers of former slaves away with them, approximately
ten thousand from Savannah and Charleston alone. Because the preliminary
peace terms accepted in November 1782 included a clause requiring the
British to return slaves to American owners, Sir Guy Carleton, the British
commander, ordered the enumeration of al blacks who claimed the protection
of the army, Crude biographical details were obtained- from former slaves
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then within the lines in order to ascertain whether they should be allowed
to embark with the troops for England and Nova Scotia. Blacks who had be.
longed to loyalists were excluded from the promise of freedom offered by the
British during the war, as were any who had joined the British after Novem-
ber 1782. But Carleton believed himself obliged to ensure the liberty of all
the others. , . . :

Of the 2,863 persons whose sex is specified on the surviving embarkation
lists (119 small children were not differentiated by sex), 1,211 (or 42.3 per-
cent) were female and 1,652 (57.7 percent) were male. The substantial pro-
portion of female runaways reflects the ease with which even a woman with
children could seck freedom when the British army was encamped only a few
miles from her home. Further, the analysis of the age structure of those on
the New York City lists indicates that women often brought children with
them into the lines. Nearly 17 percent of the refugees were nine years of age
or younger, and fully 32 percent were under twenty. Slightly more than a
quatter of the mature women were explicitly identified as being accompanied
by children, and the-addition of other likely cases brings that proportion to

~ 40 percent. Disregarding the 96 children who had been born free in British-

held territory, each mature woman who joined the royal forces had an average
of 1.6 children at her side. A

An examination of familial relationships from the standpoint of the
605 children (503 of them nine years old or under) listed on the embarkation
rolls shows that 3 percent were accompanied solely by fathers, 17 percent
were with both parents, 56.2 pereent with mothers alone, and 24.3 percent

‘with other relatives, some of whom may have been parents but who are not

explicitly noted as such on the occasionally incomplete records. These fami-
lies included such groups as-Prince Princes, aged fifty-three, his forty-year-old
wife, Margaret, their twenty-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, with her “small
child,” and- their son, Erick, who was eleven; “Jane Thompson 70 worn out
wt a grand child 5 yfr] old”; and Hannah Whitten, thirty, with her five chil-
dren, ages eight, seven, six, five, and one. The five-member Sawyer clan.of
Norfolk, Virginia, evidently used the oppottunity to seek freedom with the
British as a means of reuniting, Before they all ran away in 1776, the family

-was divided among three owners: the mother and a child in one location,

two children in another, and the father in a third. In all, despite the pre-

- ponderance among the refugees of young; single adults, 40 percent of the

total, like the Sawyers and the others just noted, appear to have been accom-
panied by relatives of some kind. ‘

“To arrive at New York City, the blacks listed on the British records
had had to survive many dangers -and hardships, not the least of which was
the prevalence of epidemic diseases.in the encampments to which they had
fled. Yet they were not entirely safe even in British-occupied Manhattan, The
minutes of the joint Anglo-American board established to adjudicate claims
under the peace treaty reveal liberty lost on legal technicalities important to
the presiding officers but of little meaning to the blacks involved. Mercy and
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who did not meet her high standards. Ten years later, when she wrote her
will, she left Ralph only a tiny propertion of her large fortune. :

Another loyalist woman who had little difhculty in m&:mcsm to her
spouse’s absence was Grace Growden Galloway, but for very different redsons.
The unhappily married Mrs. Galloway found that she welcomed Joseph’s
exile. “Ye Liberty of doing as I please Makes even poverty more agreeable
than any time I ever spent since I married,” she wrote in her diary five months
after his departure; “his Unkind treatment makes me easey Nay happy not to
be with him & if he is safe T want not to be kept so like a slave as rm. mss_mxm
Made Me in preventing every wish of my heart.”” As a result, mro._.nmaﬂ& his
attempts to persuade her to join him and their mucmr.ﬁmn.wnaw in ..m.umﬂm.:mq
partly because she wanted to try to preserve the property she had .Er.n:ﬁn_
from her father for Betsy, but also because she distrusted uomm@r" rminm Ie-
alized that he had mismanaged that same property. With unusual insight into
Ler own psyche, she confided to her journal in August 1779 that r.m: mnm-
quent tirades against the British were in fact aimed at her husband: m?&_m
ill conduct has ruin'd me & as I cannot tell ye world I abuse the English-
Army for their base & treacherous conduct,” she disclosed. .

Most women, of course, did not feel such relief when their husbands
left home during the war, Quite the contrary: like a New m:%»:%w H_._m"w
discovered that “every trouble however triffting I feel with mo:E..w Em_m_.: in
your absence.” Nevertheless, as time passed they learned to .EE increasingly
on their own judgment and ability, for they had no alternative. . . . :

* L *

After months and sometimes years of controlling their own affairs,
women tended to reply testily when their husbands persisted in assuming
their subservience. In the summer of 1776, for instance, Sally Cobb Paine—
whio had been on her own since the fall of 1774—chided her r:@»:mw Robert,
for not giving her adequate directions about what she should do with some
legal papers. She ignored the financial arrangements he had made for .rn_.
support and informed him flatly, “[W]e have sow'd our oats as you .mmm:mm
had I been master I should have planted it to Corn.” Finally, she decided to
pursue a court case against his express wishes. “[I}f it had been Let alone till
your return their [sic] would have been nothing Left for us.” Ka. Paine had
clearly become accustomed to making her own decisions, and _..m her rcm_umma
gave orders contrary to her inclinations, she either ignored him or _n,ﬁ him
know that she disagreed with. his judgment. . . .

# * ¥

tics had occasionally separated some American couples E.ﬁrm nearly two cen-
turies that preceded the Revolution. But those separations had been spo-

Previous colonial wars and the obligations of business, religion, or poli- -
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radic and isolated, the experiences of individuals rather than of an entire
society. By contrast, the disruptions of the revolutionary years affected all
Americans, to a greater or lesser degree. The cumulative result was the par-
tial breakdown and reinterpretation of the gender roles that had hitherto re-
mained unexamined.

I

“Imitate your husbands fortitude, it is as much a female, as a masculine vir-
tue, and we stand in as much need of it to act our part properly,” Eliza Lucas
Pinckney instructed her daughter-in-law in 1780. The following year William
.Hooper proudly prochimed that his wife, Anne, had shown “a masculine
patriotism and virtue.” Thomas Cushing, a Massachusetts congressman, de-
scribed to his wife, Deborah, how John Dickinson, sceing the “patriotic, calm
& undaunted spirit” displayed in her letters, declared that-“if it was customary
to choose Women into the Assembly, he should be heartily for choosing you
Speaker of the House.” In short, as a New Englander remarked with respect
to the wives of American diplomats, both men and women came fo realize
that female patriots “deserve as much reputation as their husbands and pos-
terity will thicken laurels on their monuments.”

The war, in other words, dissolved some of the distinctions between

‘masculing and feminine traits. Women who would previously have risked

criticism if they abandoned their “natural” feminine timidity now found
themselves praised for doing just that. The line between male and female be-
havior, once apparently so impenetrable, became less well defined. Tt by no
means disappeared, but requisite adjustments to wartime conditions brought
a mew recognition of the fact that traditional sex roles did not provide ade-
quate guidelines for conduct under all cireumstances. When Betsy Ambler

‘Brent looked back on her youth from the perspective of 1810, she observed,

“[N]ecessity taught us to use exertions which our gitls of the present day
know nothing of. We Were forced to industry to appear genteely, to study
Manners to supply the place of Education, and to endeavor by amiable and
agreeable conduct to make amends for the loss of fortune.” _

The realization that they had been equally affected by the war led some
women to expect equal treatment thereafter and, on occasion, to apply to
their own circumstances the general principles promulgated by the revolu-
tionaries. “I have Don as much to Carrey on the warr as meney that Sett
Now at ye healm of government & No Notice taken of me,” complained the
New Jersey widow Rachel Wells as she protested to the Continental Con-
gress in 1786 about a technicality that deprived her of interest payments on
the money she had invested in state bonds during the war, “If she did not
fight She throw in all her mite which bought ye Sogers food & Clothing &
Let them have Blankets,” she explained, asking only for the “justice” due
her. “Others gits their Intrust & why then a poor old widow be put of[f]?”
Mirs. Wells asked. “Now gentelmen is this Liberty?”
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